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Costs and benefits of 
ivory-billed woodpecker
“re-discovery” 
Several years ago, the purported re-dis-
covery of the ivory-billed woodpecker
(Campephilus principalis) in eastern
Arkansas generated lively discussion in
renowned scientific journals. The
debate concerned both the central
question of whether the bird video-
taped in April 2004 really was an ivory-
billed woodpecker (eg Fitzpatrick et al.
2005; Sibley et al. 2006) and the con-
troversy around the resulting species
recovery plan and its costs (McKelvey
et al. 2008; Dalton 2010): was $14 mil-
lion pointlessly spent?
In Sweden, much more money has
already been allocated toward
another species of woodpecker
(white-backed woodpecker, Dendro-
copos leucotos) – one that is not even
considered threatened in Europe.
Cumulatively between 2005 and
2008, over $25 million was assigned
for the recovery of this species, and
continued investment is expected in
the near future. Even if a single-
species conservation approach may
be criticized – particularly when
such a large sum of money is
involved – Swedes seem to accept
the value of the umbrella species
concept (sensu Roberge and
Angelstam 2004). Woodpecker con-
servation is most often related to
large-scale forest habitat protection
and restoration, and white-backed
woodpecker recovery efforts should
consequently benefit over 200
threatened organisms associated
with this species’ habitat.
In the case of the ivory-billed
woodpecker, funding was mostly used
for habitat preservation (Dalton
2010), namely that of the highly
contracted lowland primary forests of
the southeastern US. This implies
that the monetary support may have
benefited many other species as well.
Therefore, even if the chances for
the (assumed extant) ivory-billed
woodpecker’s population recovery
remain slim, we do not think the
amount spent was “wasted”. How-
ever, a multi-species cost–benefit
analysis could help to better quantify
this assertion.
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